Critics have often regarded Goya's etchings and black paintings as satirical observations on the social and political conditions of the times. In a study of Goya first published in 1950, which seldom receives the attention it merits, the French author and art theorist, André Malraux, contends that these works have a significance of a much deeper kind. The etchings and black paintings, Malraux argues, represent a fundamental challenge to the European artistic tradition that began with the Renaissance, an essentially humanist tradition founded on the pursuit of a transcendent world of nobility, harmony and beauty -an ideal world outside of which, as Malraux writes, 'man did not fully merit the name man'. Following the illness that left him deaf for life -an encounter with 'the irremediable' to borrow Malraux's term -Goya developed an art of a fundamentally different kind -an art, Malraux writes, ruled by 'the unity of the prison house', which replaced transcendence with a pervasive 'feeling of dependence', and from which all trace of humanism has been erased. Foreshadowing modern art's abandonment of the Renaissance ideal, and created semi-clandestinely, the etchings and black paintings, are an early announcement of the death of beauty in Western art.
This development triggered a change in the very function of painting and sculpture.
While in no sense setting out to challenge Christian faith, Giotto had nonetheless given birth to visual forms whose representations of the divine no longer depended solely on evocations of a supramundane world but owed their sense of transcendence to the nature of the painting itself. Giotto, Malraux writes, had discovered 'a power of painting previously unknown in Christian art: the power of locating without sacrilege a sacred scene in a world resembling has been translated into English as Saturn: An Essay on Goya, trans. C.W. Chilton (London: Phaidon Press, 1957) . that of everyday life.' An increased degree of naturalism was an inevitable ancillary development because painter and sculptor now strove, as Malraux writes, to depict scenes that 'related no less to the world of God's creatures than to the world of God'. 5 The essential, and unprecedented, objective however was not simply to imitate the world of appearancesto paint or sculpt 'naturalistically' -but to infuse figures from this familiar 'world of God's creatures' with a measure of the divine.
This was a turning point in the history of Western art. It is as if a new humanity is born -the privileged inhabitants of a brave new world of nobility, harmony and beauty. From
Botticelli's Birth of Venus, to Michelangelo's Sistine Chapel ceiling, to Titian's Pieta, to
Veronese's Venus and Adonis, to Poussin's serene, classical landscapes, men and women, even in their moments of struggle and tragedy, seem to have crossed a threshold into a more exalted universe in which they themselves partake of elements of the divine. The term enlisted to describe this radiant new world, with connotations going well beyond its previous meaning of skill and expertise, was 'art', 6 and, in effect, art provided a new absolute, rivalling that of a slowly waning Christian faith. Art was the manifestation of an imaginary transcendent world outside of which, as Malraux writes, 'man did not fully merit the name man'. 7 Again, it was no mere question of naturalism. As Sir Philip Sidney explained in a well-known comment, 'Nature never set forth the earth in so rich tapestry as divers poets have done … Her world is brazen, and the poets only deliver a golden.' 8 And the same was true of painters. The goal was not mere mimicry of appearances -nature's world of brass. Art strove to create a 'golden world', an ideal realm of nobility, harmony and beauty -a human world still, but one in which humanity possessed its share of the divine. Renaissance artists, Malraux writes, had discovered that 'art is one of the most powerful rectifications of the world, a kingly domain where man escapes from the human condition to attain another where 5 Malraux, La Métamorphose des dieux: Le Surnaturel, Ecrits sur l'art (II), 318. Malraux's emphasis.
6 Cf: 'In medieval texts we find no term to denote what we today call artists…The term was occasionally used to denote a person who studied or practised the liberal arts [and from the thirteenth century] for a person who possessed a particular technical ability'. Jacques Le Goff, L'Homme médiéval (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1989), 237. he is at one with the gods'. 9 Here we approach the deeper meaning of the phrase 'Renaissance humanism': it is not simply an affirmation of the powers of man; it is also an annexation of the powers of the gods.
Needless to say, the situation was not static. As religious belief continued to weaken, European civilization's sense of the divine weakened with it. By the eighteenth century -the century in which Goya began work -the 'golden world' had changed considerably. The ideal of transcendent beauty remained in place, but it was brought closer to the earth, so to speak, where it donned the less imposing costumes of charm and delight. Which is why the visual art of the eighteenth century often reminds us of the theatre. From Watteau's fêtes galantes,
to costume dramas such as Tiepolo's Banquet of Cleopatra, to Fragonard's idyllic Progress of Love, painting now begins to resemble a make-believe world 'across the footlights', a world of fantasy, elegance and volupté. If one were to choose Michelangelo's superb figures in the Sistine Chapel as symbols of the previous dispensation, the elegant company in Watteau's Embarkation for Cythera might be apt symbols of the new. By the eighteenth century, Malraux writes, art had taken the form of 'an ornate image man was making of himself'. 10 An ornate image which did not, however, lose contact with its Renaissance origins.
The Renaissance vision, as noted, had been profoundly humanist. In place of the medieval image of man as 'fallen creature', temporary wayfarer here below, it had substituted a vision of man as inheritor of a 'kingly domain' revealed by art, where he is 'at one with the gods'.
The relentlessly empirical spirit of the eighteenth century reined in these lofty aspirations and settled for the less heroic ideal of a refined, 'civilized' man of taste -the man of the 'ornate image' to which Malraux refers, but the underlying confidence in man, the underlying humanist impulse, was not affected. According to his friends, he blames himself. Deaf now, he also fears going blind. He has entered the realm of the irremediable. One of the charming artists of the eighteenth century has just died.
13
The effects of this encounter with the 'irremediable' would soon become evident. Goya resumed work as Court Painter, gradually refined his skills and eventually became the consummate portraitist Malraux describes. But alongside this 'public' Goya, there was now, as well, a semi-clandestine artist whose work would only be seen by a limited number of people and which was quite unlike anything he had attempted before.
The change appears first in a series of drawings he worked on during his convalescence. Some resemble caricatures -characters with elongated noses and a man with 11 Malraux writes: 'Where the Italian-French forms that had conquered Europe were concerned, the "enlightened" ideas of the philosophes were in no sense in conflict with those of the Jesuits, who had been their teachers. The French revolutionaries revered David. All art at the time was a hierarchy'. Malraux, Saturne, 152. 12 Malraux, Saturne, 14.
13 Malraux, Saturne, 21. an impossibly wide, grinning mouth; some wear masks (one labelled 'Masks -cruel masks');
one is a strange semi-human creature -half-man, half ass; another depicts 'Witches about to fly'. And then there are scenes of cruelty -a man beating a young woman, a woman about to be tortured, two men sawing an old woman in half. Some are only partly finished as if Goya were working rapidly, searching for something just out of his reach, but the general trend is clear: the decorative baroque artist who painted damsels in idyllic rustic scenes and peasant rough-and-tumbles is yielding place to an artist who is exploring something decidedly less benign.
What followed over the subsequent decades, until his death in 1828, was a series of etchings and paintings that replace the golden world of post-Renaissance art with a sinister domain Malraux aptly describes as a universe lit by a 'black sun'. 14 In the public mind today, Goya's relentless litany of suffering and cruelty is, however, a very different matter.
Malraux lists some of his subject matter, the catalogue including:
the sick, the insane, victims of hangings, the skeleton-man, the half-man half-chicken, men sawn in two, flagellants, the courts of the Inquisition, nightmares, flying men and bulls, brigands, rapes, tortures, the stake, murders, executions, children abandoned, A key issue to bear in mind in this context is that, as mentioned earlier, the Renaissance ideal was never simply a matter of the naturalistic depiction of beautiful objects.
Indeed, if it had been, the paintings of Leonardo, Titian, Poussin and Watteau, for example, would be comprehensively outshone today by the works of nineteenth-century Salon painters such as Cabanel and Bouguereau whose transitory fame depended essentially on their capacity to paint conventionally beautiful subjects in a 'lifelike', semi-photographic manner.
Beauty in the post-Renaissance tradition was always beauty in a specific sense: it was the beauty, as we have seen, of a certain kind of 'golden world' and therefore dependent as much on style as on subject matter. Veronese's Venus and Adonis and Poussin's classical scenes are not merely tableaux vivants featuring beautiful men and women as figurants; they are triumphs of certain kinds of styles -styles capable of evoking a certain kind of nobility, harmony and beauty.
For the same reason, the dark universe Goya sought to portray in his etchings and black paintings called for much more than naturalistic portrayals of people or objects conventionally regarded as menacing or ugly. And, indeed, if nothing more than this had been involved, these works would doubtless be comprehensively outclassed today by photographs of horrific war injuries or perhaps some of Hollywood's digitally-created science-fiction monsters. If Goya's desolate underworld were to achieve the quality and power of art -and his ambitions in that respect never wavered -it could no more be a catalogue of 'true-to-life' horrors than the styles of his predecessors could simply be naturalistic renditions of beautiful things. Goya, in other words, required his equivalent of the styles of the golden world, but something very different -in a sense, the reverse. Goya Doing away with the décor, however, does not mean resorting to a form of naturalism.
As discussed, it means replacing the golden world with 'a world in rags' and Malraux highlights a number of specific stylistic measures Goya adopts to achieve that end, prominent among which is an abandonment of the arabesque. In its many manifestations, the arabesque, Malraux writes, is 'the secret curve of a world that seeks to be voluptuous or ornate', a stylistic form that, for several centuries, had 'allowed the artist to transform the severest object into something decorative'. The 'very symbol of harmony', it had signalled a decisive break with the art of the Middle Ages:
The fluted draperies of late mediaeval art, far from being a 'way of seeing the world', were, like the dark, scimitar-like strokes in Byzantine painting, a means of transposing the profane into a sacred world. However mechanical the medieval line 32 Malraux, Saturne, 12, 90. 'Gothic' here is, of course, used in the sense of 'medieval'. drawing that expresses reality without imitating it, drawing that takes on a value of its own from its texture, from its thick or scratched line, from the breaking of its arabesque, from everything that makes it an engraved line.
The result is a world 'at once imaginary and abstract: the other world'. Thus, the dark backgrounds of many of the etchings (Men in sacks for example) are far less imitations of night skies than something analogous to the abstract, gold backdrops of Byzantine art, with the crucial difference that Goya's backgrounds replace God with the devil:
They remove the scene from reality and place it immediately, like Byzantine scenes, in a universe that does not belong to man. This darkness is the demon's gold; and it expresses the fantastic as strictly as the gold background had expressed the sacred. It is seldom found in the preparatory drawings, even those in ink. It is this darkness that so often gives the engraving its accent of foreboding and creates an atmosphere of the supernatural. What did etching bring Goya? An end to illusion and seduction. The discovery that man can be taken out of himself by means other than beauty; that the supernatural achieves its ends not through its representation but through its style; the certainty that the supernatural first, then the human, can be expressed less by specific techniques in the supposed service of representation, than by representation in the service of a style and of these techniques. European art had rested for some three hundred years. In a very real sense, indeed, the etchings and black paintings are an 'anti-Renaissance' art, not simply because Goya often depicts witches, monsters and scenes of suffering, but because, by combining subject matter of this kind with a radically new style, he creates a world devoid of all trace of nobility, harmony and beauty, and of the humanistic impulse at the heart of the Renaissance tradition.
Logically, one might think, such a step could lead to a nullification of art -to a non-art: the etchings and black paintings, after all, deny everything that 'art' then stood for, discarding elements as fundamental as the ubiquitous arabesque. Logic and art, however, do not necessarily obey the same imperatives and the consequence of Goya's rejection of art as he knew it -and as all Europe had known it for centuries -was not artistic bankruptcy but an art based on different values, an art of a different kind. Goya, Malraux writes, in a key sentence 42 Malraux, Saturne, 85.
43 Malraux, Saturne, 41, 45, 102. in Saturn, 'transforms the function of painting, which is no longer to charm the art-lover or to annex its imaginary world by rendering it ornate'. 44 In a word, Goya reinvents art.
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Here we approach the heart of what Malraux terms 'the Goya phenomenon'. The trajectory of European art since Giotto is suddenly and dramatically interrupted. The
Renaissance had given birth to numerous styles but they had all been fruit of the same bountiful tree: Botticelli, Raphael, Titian, Tintoretto, and Tiepolo, to mention just a few, had all painted in markedly different ways but they all fall unmistakably within the ambit of the notion of art that emerged with the Renaissance -a concept, an ideal, that would go on bearing fruit as late as Delacroix and Turner. But Goya's etchings and black paintings reject that ideal, all-powerful though it was. Here, in Goya's semi-clandestine works, was an art that, for the first time for some three centuries, owed nothing to nobility, harmony or beauty, and which, despite the eighteenth century's firmly established belief that the essential purpose of art was to please, dared to do otherwise.
The situation is quite extraordinary and, Malraux aside, Goya's commentators have rarely, if ever, made clear just how extraordinary it is. In the Europe of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, in the heyday of the late baroque and neo-classical styles, Goya had invented an art that flew in the face of everything those styles, and the Renaissance tradition as a whole, represented. It was an act that no artist since the Renaissance had ever remotely contemplated. Emerging from his illness, and 'trailing the mists of a netherworld'
(to borrow Malraux's words 46 ) into which illness had plunged him, Goya invents images with more in common with the leering devils on medieval cathedrals (which, along with all things 'Gothic', the eighteenth century viewed with disdain) than with anything belonging to the art of his times or of his predecessors. 45 Contemporary caricature may have been a catalyst in the process. Malraux argues, however, that what most impressed Goya in caricature was not the technique as such (as critics sometimes suggest) but the fact that it had invented an imaginary world of an entirely new kind that enjoyed an unprecedented degree of freedom and gave glimpses of stylistic possibilities different from anything he had previously known. 'Although he adapted some of them,' Malraux writes, 'it was not their style that impressed him but the very existence of caricature, a world which, by its very nature, escaped from the "laws of art"'. Malraux, Saturne: Le destin, l'art et Goya, 30, 32. 46 Malraux, Saturne, 45. no space to examine the issue here) Goya's affinity with modern art and the fascination he held for painters such as Manet, Picasso, Ensor and Redon for whom the Renaissance ideal of beauty had also become a thing of the past. Goya was a determined, conscientious artist, devoted to his calling, and he doubtless intended his etchings and black paintings to be at least equal in power and quality to anything in the glorious tradition in which he had been nurtured. But these were no longer works of art in that tradition. As Malraux says, Goya had transformed the function of painting.
What is the fundamental significance of this 'art of a different kind'? If it is not an art of nobility, harmony and beauty, an expression of a rapprochement between man and God, what is it based on? What is its source? Despite the relentless focus on malevolence and suffering, the dispatch Goya brings from his netherworld cannot simply be that human existence is never without its quota of cruelty and pain. Art in its traditional sense, as we have noted, was by no means heedless of those realities. For much of its history, Renaissance and post-Renaissance art, whether visual art, literature or music, had often revolved around narratives of sorrow and distress, whether one is thinking of (to choose random examples)
Masaccio's austere Trinity centred on the Crucifixion, Tintoretto's Massacre of the Innocents, or (moving to the other arts) Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet, the tragic heroes and heroines of Corneille and Racine, Monteverdi's Orfeo, or Purcell's Dido and Aeneas. In all these cases and many more, nobility, harmony and beauty are inseparable from suffering and a determination to defy fate -to resist the 'sorry scheme of things' -even at the price of life itself. At its deepest level, art in this form implies a refusal to accept a human condition understood as mere capitulation and servitude. Something else is affirmed -fidelity or the strength of human love, for example -and this affirmation discloses a higher power -an affinity with the divine, in effect -that triumphs over the blind forces of destiny, not by annulling them but by conferring a significance on human actions and human lives. In this guise, art is, to repeat Malraux's excellent formulation, 'one of the most powerful rectifications of the world, a kingly domain where man escapes from the human condition to attain another where he is at one with the gods'. Central to Goya's etchings and black paintings is a rejection of all such ambitions. Throughout these works, as this discussion has sought to show, all the resources of subject matter and style are marshalled to create a universe from which all affinity with the divine has been eradicated. Love and fidelity are replaced by violence and exploitation, self-sacrifice by the urge to rob, rape, torture and murder, and any suggestion of a power to rise above tribulation by an omnipresent sense of subjugation and despair. In effect -and this proposition is at the heart of the argument we encounter an art built not on man's powers and possibilities but on his insignificance and wretchedness. It is a vision of the human race simply as scourge and corruption, capable of nothing but oppression, ignorance, cruelty and destruction. Pre-Renaissance religious painting and sculpture had sometimes shown men and women whom sin had brought lowwho had 'fallen'; but the miseries of the damned were counterbalanced by God's love and the 47 Malraux, Saturne, 76. Malraux's emphasis. 48 Malraux, Saturne, 156. eternal bliss awaiting those who were saved. But there is no hope of salvation in Goya and no love -divine or human. This universe lit by a 'black sun' is a place of everlasting desolation.
Seen in this perspective, other elements of Malraux's analysis fall readily into place.
One can now see the logic of his proposition that the new direction in Goya's art was triggered by the illness that nearly took his life and left him permanently deaf. The suggestion is not that the etchings and black paintings were simply an expression of personal bitternessa pouring out of 'bile' as one critic suggests. 49 Doubtless Goya was shocked and perhaps embittered by the experience; but Malraux's proposition, as we saw earlier, is that illness and deafness introduced Goya to 'the realm of the irremediable' -that is, a realm in which man is without hope, where the blind, merciless workings of fate have won a definitive victory and human existence is reduced to nothing but suffering and humiliation. Goya the person seems to have borne this glimpse of Hell with fortitude: he managed to live with his deafness and continue his career as a successful painter to the Spanish court. But Goya the painter was faced with a choice: he could continue to work solely within the glorious tradition he knew so well, the tradition in which man, even in his darkest hours -even when hanging on a crosscan be transfigured and partake of a world of transcendent beauty; or he could acknowledge that the desperate world into which he had descended during his illness was equally realperhaps more so -and that, seen in this light, the glorious tradition was a hollow deception, a lie. Certainly, this tradition had been the well-spring of countless splendid artistic achievements, and in his role as Court painter and portraitist, Goya never forgot them or renounced them; but it had nothing at all to say about the world into which he had stumbled, in which man is simply victim, in which dreams of transcendence seem like childish delusions, and human existence crosses over into the realm of the inhuman. Goya could choose to ignore this sinister netherworld or he could admit its existence and attempt to discover if art -and he was, after all, an artist with an immense respect for his calling -was capable of exploring it, discerning its shape and form, and translating it into the language of painting and etching. Doing so meant embarking on something utterly new, something that would call into question everything he had learnt since he began work as an apprentice painter at age fourteen; but as Malraux writes, the netherworld he had glimpsed 'troubles and Goya'. There is no space here to examine these matters in greater depth, but the truth may ultimately be, as Malraux suggests, that Goya himself was unsure about the exact nature of his achievement -a not altogether surprising situation given how far he was straying from the beaten tracks of post-Renaissance art. Malraux also offers the interesting suggestion that, in addition to a fear of attracting the unwelcome attention of the Inquisition, Goya may have been troubled by misgivings of a deeper, if less tangible, kind. 'He was uncertain how far he was entitled to his phantoms', writes Malraux, 'and still more uncertain how far his phantoms were entitled to enter the world of art'. 54 Given, in other words, that the fundamental ambition of art as it had been known for centuries was to embody a world of nobility, harmony and beauty, Goya may well have asked himself whether the universe he had created could claim a rightful and comprehensible place in the world of art. He may, that is, have asked himself not only if a painter to the royal court should be associated with works of this kind but, more fundamentally, whether they might not be an unacceptable affront to art itself.
would almost inevitably be made…'.Alfonso E. Pérez Sánchez and Julián Gállego, eds., Goya: The Complete Etchings and Lithographs, vol. Munich (Prestel, 1994) , 32. It is worth adding that the meaning of the replacement inscription in Caprichos 43 is less certain than it is usually taken to be and may not have been intended to carry the 'philosophical', pro-Enlightenment, message so often ascribed to it. It may simply be making the straightforward point that dreams can give birth to the irrational world of monsters -a point doubtless familiar to Goya given that so many of his etchings seem reminiscent of dreams. 
